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Experiments and experience have proved that puppets, while in action, 
have a greater and more effective impact on an audience than actors in a 
human play. The main reason being their detached — alienated — character 
and their adjustability to the mental situation of the human audience. 
Puppets do not assume different roles by change of costumes and make up, 
like human actors. Their very creation is aimed at producing specific charac- 
ters and very often the puppeteer is the man who conceives them. It is also 
proved that the puppet, thus created, and carved by the puppeteer himself, 
is extraordinarily effective, because the working of the creator’s subconscious 
mind is expressed in the carvings of his puppet. : 


This is not present in human actors, because they cannot be “produced” 
or “created”, as we wish, for any specific purpose. They can be made to 
act as we want, but their feelings and reactions, present in their inborn 
personality, disguised no doubt to suit the ‘role’ cannot be dispensed with. 
These human actors have their own inhibitions, merits and demerits and 
therefore, while playing a role, they have to curb their originality and high- 
light the characteristics of the role they have to play, in a camouflaged manner. 
While portraying this camouflaged behaviour, sometimes, the actor is exposed 
and his own personality dominates the dramatic role that he is playing. But 
in a puppet play the puppet character is created for the puppet-role itself 
and therefore it is the actual character and not a replica of any human 
character. Since the puppet is a creation of one’s mind, which is expressed 
in curious and abstract forms, it is also created in the same curious ways 
and when put into action it creates odd movements. 


Imaginative Themes 


If a human drama has to depict historical events, known to every body, 
the costuming, make up and depiction of correct mannerisms by the actor, 
becomes easy. Actors, in such a play, have to be perfect imitators and are 
Bot supposed to take any liberty in any aspect of the performance. They 
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have to be in perfect agreement with the historical knowledge of the audience 
and have to tally their experience with history in all respects. If the 
puppet-plays are also based on well known popular figures, the creation 
of their puppets, to fulfill the popular wish, will have to be considerably 
curbed. Such puppet plays are also not so effective because the creator and 
the producer have to follow set formulae and have very little freedom for their 
imagination. 


That is why imaginative or fantastic themes are more effective for 
puppets than realistic ones. The artist, in such themes, has full freedom for 
the flight of his imagination and can fully express his mental pictures when 
they are exhibited in a relevent context. The audience, which has a rapport 
with the producer is readily moved and inspired by such themes. 


To explain this phenomenon we shall like to quote a few experiments 
done in the Bhartiya Lok Kala Mandal, Udaipur. The first one was the pro- 
duction of the Ramayana puppet play for the community development 
department of Rajasthan in 1958. We had the puppets made in the very same 
village, where traditional puppets of the traditional Rajasthan puppet play 
Amar Singh Rathore used to be carved. The carvers were not puppet mani- 
pulators, but the ancestral work of carving the puppets, that their forefathers 
have been doing for the last 500 years, has been imbibed by them in the form 
of specific images of these traditional characters which they could reproduce 
with great ease. The various limbs and facial expressions of the puppets that 
they carved were meaningful and expressive. 


Ramayana Puppet Play 


But our Ramayana puppets, having no such tradition, could not be 
effective at all, and the play itself was an utter failure. After some years’ 
gap we produced the play again. By that time we had been to Europe twice 
and had met many eminent puppeteers. Before producing this new play we 
had made up our mind not to use the theme as envisaged by Valmiki or 
Tulsidas, the two celebrated authors of the great epic. The Rama of our 
Puppet play looked more akin to our way of life rather than that of the epics. 
The story of our Ramayana though traditional in its form, was the story of the 
men of today, 


The first script of the play was not the creation of one man alone. 
It was a coordinated effort of many. The puppets were carved by our 
Puppeteers in our own workshop. By that time we were not sure whether the 
Play we produced, was suitable for children or adults. It was, therefore, 
Performed before different age-groups and the reactions we noted were very 
interesting. Those who were above 18 years of age left the hall before the show 
Was over. The rest left gradually with the result that the last scene had to be 
Performed to an empty hall. We were not sorry for this because the very aim 
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of these performances was to know the reactions of the audience. All those, 
connected with this production, were present at the show; and they were not 
satisfied with the opinion expressed by the audience. 


We also performed the play before all types of audiences, educated and 
uneducated both. We had an open discussion with them, after the performance 
was over. Some of them said, ‘you have destroyed the religious background 
of the play and have ridiculed our beloved Rama, Laxman and Sita by 
presenting them through these lifeless dolls.” One of the most important 
reactions expressed, then, was that our puppets were ‘hanging like buckets 
in a well’ and looked most ineffective. 


In this way we invited people of several shades, the most distinguished 
among them, was Dr. Mrs. Vadicchova of Czecoslovakia, who had come to 
India to meet us. The opinion she expressed was an eye-opener to us. The 
first mistake she pointed out was that our puppets were exact replicas of 
human and animal characters, and that not even one of them was lively. 
She also said that such themes, based on history and mythology, can appeal 
to a traditional audience only through a human drama. The puppet play 
on such religious themes, can never be taken seriously by them and therefore 
these characters would require thorough modification, in their traits to suit 
the contemporary audience. 


I had known this puppeteer friend for quite a long time. I had met her in 
Czechoslovakia and been with her at some international festivals. Un- 
fortunately she is no more in this world. She was fully conversant with Indian 
mythology and history. She very confidently told me that our Ramayana 
characters, though thousands of years old, should have the power of involve- 
ment with the day-to-day life of the people and then and then alone could 
they succeed. She also said that most of us live in mental tensions, because 
of family and other maladjustments and if we want to find solutions to them 
by reacting to situations which are the very cause of these tensions we shall 
find ourselves in trouble. An average man cannot afford Psychiatric treatment 
and therefore he tries to find an escape through some sort of entertainment. 
But the relaxation he receives may be only of a temporary nature, due to 
unplanned and unmotivated entertainment media. 


There is a tradition in some aboriginals, of burying a doll or an idol 
deep in the ground in order to get rid of evil spirits. Worship of the idols and 
dolls is also common among them in times of sickness and natural calamities. 
A doll-like-idol, made of flour, is also placed on the confluence of three roads. 
These are the ways and means to escape from reality. We often go to temples 
and churches for solace. We go to see films for the release of our tensions, 
but when the show is over the illusion produced by the shadows is finish 
inno time. But when we see puppets we all get involved, because they resemble 
the features that we cherish in our subconscious mind. In other languasé 
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we can say that our worldly images assume different shapes when they are 
deeply ingrained in different layers of our mind. Sometimes we see in our 
dreams, persons of our emotional and mental involvement. They are not in 
their original forms. They fly in air like birds and float in water like fish. 
Sometimes they jump over mountains and perch on trees. Their images are 
grossly exaggerated. These forms, when plunged deep in our subconscious 
mind, give up their physical forms and assume emotional shapes. The puppets 
too are the manifestation of the emotional features of the producers’ un- 
conscious mind. That is why they are not governed by their physical anatomy. 
They look like figures, belonging to some celestial bodies. When the audience 
sees these puppets, they identify their dream or subconscious figures with 
them. 


Ramayana Recomposed 


We were very much moved by such ideas expressed by our Czecho- 
slovakian friend and got ourselves involved in reshaping our puppet play and 
experimenting upon it in an analytical and scientific manner. As a result of 
this experience we started revolutionising our Ramayana. We wrote another 
script and got rid of our total dependence on professional carvers. We started 
making our own puppets as far as possible. We eliminated all serious portions 
of the theme from our play and selected only those which could create fantasy 
in the minds of the people and create an emotional involvement along with 
them. We had also emphasised those portions of the play which appeared 
unrealistic to our worldly eyes but were perfectly in tune with our emotional 
world. Through constant thinking and experimentation we came to the 
conclusion that when man struggles with his frustrations and entangles him- 
self in the knots of tensions, he escapes by taking imaginative flight. He 
breaks somebody's head in imagination. He throws a mountain at the 
head of the one whom he hates. He breaks his head and swims in the river, 
formed out of his blood. He burns the house where his beloved lives along 
with his rival and converts her into the form of a bird by his magical powers 
and flies along with her over lofty mountains and clouds. He conceives of 
such flights, both in the conscious and subconscious states of mind. 


The utterances that come out of his mouth involuntarily, when he is day 
dreaming, too are of the above nature. Ifthey are recorded and converted into 
a play and presented before him, very interesting reactions can be noted. 
Such experiments have been conducted in our institution. 


Our own Ramayana was recomposed from this point of view. The 
Valmiki-puppet seated on the top of the proscenium of our puppet theatre 
gave a lyrical narration of those portions of Ramayana, which were eliminated 
from the play. The Dhanush Yagya scene of this Ramayana of ours needs 
special mention. The kings and rulers of different Indian States were invited 
to contest the marriage of Sita, the daughter of Janaka. They were all sure 
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of their victory. They tried and tried but they could never lift the bow. 
Ravana, the king of Lanka, got terribly annoyed when Rama won Sita by 
breaking the bow in two pieces. Next scene shifts to the apartment of Kaikayi, 
the younger wife of Dashrath. It creates a morose and vicious atmosphere in 
the whole palace, because of her insistence on sending Rama into exile. The 
various episodes like the allurement of Rama and Laxman by Surpankha, 
the sudden disappearance of Sita from the jungle and the resultant agony of 
Rama and Lakshman, the proverbial flight of Hanuman to Lanka in search 
of Sita, burning of Lanka, death of Meghnath, Kumbhkaran and Akshay 
Kumar in battle and confrontation of Rama and Ravana on the battle field 
with the ultimate death of Ravana, were most effectively shown in our 
Ramayana. 


We deliberately eliminated the instructional and emotional portions of 
the Ramayana and retained only those which, though supernatural and 
abnormal, in nature, were apt enough to express our mental life. It took us 
more than six months to produce this stimulating Ramayana and when it 
was produced as an inspiring and thought-provoking production it was liked 
by audiences. Even today it enjoys excellent audience response. About 
108 puppets participate in this play and the setting of its stage etc. takes 
more than 2 days. About 15 puppeteers are required in its manipulation 
and a truck-load of equipment is used to set up its most complicated and 
sophisticated stage. 


This play does not suit those who are used to treat Rama as an ideal 
for every one and an object of worship and devotion. Such people refuse 
to see this play because of its light strain and fantastic treatment. When 
such people, who are frustrated and have faced defeat after defeat in life, 
see a play like this, their frustrated and complex mind revolts. They are afraid 
of being exposed to reality by seeing such plays. Their conscious mind 
always wants to remain in illusion. Such people refuse to accept the worldly 
aspect of Rama’s life and wish to keep the untruth hidden in the deep layers 
of their mind to appear again some time in abnormal and exaggerated 
forms. 


I shall elucidate those episodes of our Ramayana which are capable of 
arousing mental conflicts in the audience. When rulers of different republics 
of India apply their strength to lift Shiva’s bow in the Dhanush Yagya scene 
some persons in the audience can be seen moving their hands as if they are 
tifting the bow themselves. They grind their teeth, kick the ground, twist 
their wrists as if hitting some one. In the apartment of Kaikayi, when 
Manthara the mischief-monger, whispers her bad intentions in the ears of 
Kaikayi, some people in the audience, having similar state of mind, utter 
indistinct words of hatred and perform involuntary actions. When Dashrath 
faints after accepting Kaikayie’s demand of exiling Rama, some old men, 
having similar experiences in life, shriek and feel terribly miserable. 
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I have, many a time, observed such reactions myself as one of the 
audience. I know of a woman who had ill-treated her step-son exactly like 
Kaikayi. When she witnessed our play she was so overwhelmed that she could 
not come to her senses for some time. I have seen an old man witnessing our 
Ramayana several times. He was miserable because of the illtreatment of his 
second wife towards the children of his first one. I have also met a woman 
who used to move her limbs involuntarily and had a nervous break down, 
when she saw the Kaikayi episode. I thought it was due to some mental 
disorder. In order to confirm my observations I asked her as to how she liked 
our play. And she said she totally forgot that she was witnessing a play. 
She felt as if she was undergoing the same experience herself. 


The fact is that, that lady was in full emotional rapport with the puppets. 
Her unconscious mind was active to a considerable extent and was able to 
feel an affinity with the puppets. Her hands were moving up and down as if 
she was herself manipulating the puppets. From the point of emotional unity 
with the puppets she reached the mental situation of being manipulated her- 
self; although in reality she was not. This subconscious state of mind was 
responsible for the involuntary actions of her body. 


This woman expressed her wish to see the Ramayana, again and again, 
and I extended her an invitation to witness our play. She used to feel 
more and more contented and relaxed after seeing our performance. She also 
expressed her wish to learn the art of puppetry from us. 


There are several scenes in Ramayana, pertaining to monkeys. They 
are most fascinating and curious. The monkeys climb over trees and jump 
from one branch to the other. On seeing them the children, in the audience, 
make strange noises. Some of them jump over their seats and some cling to 
the stage where the puppets are manipulated. I have met these extraordinary 
children and have interviewed them several times. Most of them were supress- 
ed by their parents. They were never given any opportunity to play. My 
observation is that children, who are playful and active by nature, generally 
do not react like this. They behave like ordinary children and do not act 
abnormally. They look at monkeys like ordinary monkeys and keep them 
elated to Ramayana alone. They don’t link them with their own personality. 
But the delinquent and abnormal children see the reflection of their minds in 
these frolicsome monkeys and get emotionally attached to them. They 
become so sensitive and involved that they do not know when have they left 
their seats and have gone up to the stage to become one with the puppets. 


but the abnormal feels 


An average audience treats puppets as puppets, ) 
ted in a 


4s if they are in a different world. This illusion is very seldom crea 
human drama, because the audience knows that the characters are not real, 
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but the reaction that the puppets produce in them is of great significance, 
because it is easier to get emotionally attached to them rather than to human 
characters in a human drama. The puppets are lifeless. They don’t have 
throbbing hearts like human being. They have no mind to react and no life 
to make the body move of its own accord, and therefore they don’t react to 
whatever remarks the audience passes while they are in action. If the audience 
throws a stone at the puppets they do not respond to it, but in the case ofa 
human character the experience is quite different. 


The child imposes himself on the puppets as he pleases. He loses his 
temper with them and makes utterances as he likes. In the Rama-Ravana- 
battle, the mentally disturbed people in the audience feel terribly out of control. 
A puppet play was once shown to Juvenile boys. The reaction shown by them 
was of great interest. Some of them wept and cried and made fantastic 
utterances. Some of them climbed on to the stage and tried to pounce on the 
puppets and catch hold of them in an arrogant manner. At the close of the 
play, I noted their names and addresses and contacted their parents and I 
found that my observations were almost always correct. Some of these 
boys had step mothers and some were orphans and never knew who their 
parents were. Some of them were mentally retarded and took the puppets as 
live objects. I slowly became a friend to them and brought them nearer to 
my puppets. 


Different Styles 


It is also to be made clear, here, that from a psychological point of view 
the puppets of different styles have different functions. The puppets used in 
Ramayana are string puppets, which are considered near perfect because of 
their capacity to reproduce human movements. They do not depend complete- 
ly on symbolic ways of creating movements. The making of these puppets 
require expert hands. A mentally disturbed person, therefore, does not 
associate himself much, with such puppets, because generally they are not a 
product of a person whose innermost feelings are expressed in them. That 
is why our Ramayana did not suit the mentally disturbed persons to the extent 
we had wanted. The composer has more scope of expression in a glove or 4 
rod puppet than is the string ones. Ina string puppet one has to make limbs 
in a special manner. Facial expression too has to be more human which an 
expert alone can do with perfection. So too in the case with costuming, colour- 
ing and threading. An average puppeteer, therefore, has to depend more-or 
less on experts. If there is the slightest mistake in making the limbs and their 
joints, threading will almost be impossible. But in glove and rod puppets 
the composer is as free as a bird. He has not to stick to any tradition of 
technique and that’s why most of our puppet experts are adopting this style. 
The string puppets are more artistic and are capable of depicting difficult 
and serious themes but are not so expressive and effective as the glove or rod 
puppets are. 
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We have produced several puppet plays in these two styles also and have 
performed them all over India. The reactions of the audience that we have 
observed and the psychological conclusions arrived at are most interesting. 
One of the most important productions among them is ‘Hartal’. Since 
strikes and Hartals have posed a serious problem to our country, people 
are keen to see anything connected with them. There is an episode in this 
play, in which an intelligent and a studious boy stops his class-mates from 
taking part in the Hartal. The boys seated in the audience show strange 
reactions to this aspect of the show. There are boys who favour the studious 
boy and pass remarks in favour of his views. When the Hartali boys, while 
presenting their demands before the Headmaster, ask for the removal of . 
mathematics from the curriculum and freedom for copying in the examination, 
the children, in the audience express their joy and complete agreement with 
them. But when the strikers try to manhandle the Headmaster and put 
him in a degrading position, some of them show their resentment. We 
also marked that when the striking boys shouted slogans all children in the 
audience joined them. Some of them also offered their names for enrolment 
in the list of the strikers. In the same scene, when the striking boys prepare a 
picnic-plan and talk of the use of cigarettes and drinks most of the boys in 
the audience, do not approve and try to put obstacles to the continuance of 
the play. Our puppeteers are so clever and imaginative that they find no 
difficulty in modifying the play on the very spot to meet the demands of the 
public. But when the results of the Education Board are announced and the 
striking boys cry and strike their heads against a wall on their failure in 
examination, a peculiar atmosphere of repentance and relief is created in 
the audience. 


I shall describe another incident in support of my contention. Our bus, 
along with our puppeteer artists, passed through a riot-stricken region, where 
bricks and stones were very freely exchanged between the police and the 
students. All of us were frightened; but when the striking students came to 
know that we were artists and had come to that side to make the people 
happy, they became silent for some moments and instructed everyone to 
behave properly towards us. They allowed our bus to pass through the region. 
linvited the leaders to witness my show on the same night in a nearby factory 
compound, the surroundings of which were under curfew and firing was 
going on all round. About a hundred of them came to witness our show. 
The organizers of our show were very upset at their arrival; but they came 
found at my request and allowed them to witness our show. The students 
kept perfectly disciplined and calm till the show was over; but they were 
terribly annoyed to see our Hartal and said “‘Sir! you have insulted the 
Students’ community as a whole.” I did not lose my temper at that time. 
Next morning I performed the play exclusively for the students in which those 
Strikers were also present. I was observing their reactions from amongst the 
audience. Among them there was a child who all the time got himself entangl- 
ed with striking boys (puppets) of the play. Our puppeteers were upset at 
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his frequent interruptions but they did not know that it was I who was inciting 
the children to put obscure and difficult questions to them. This play also 
had some sequences of: a labour Aartal. Some labour boys seated in the 
audience cried “Sir! when our parents take part in hartal why should we 
not?” One of them threw stones at the puppet-father who was inciting his 
puppet-son to take part in the school harfal. One child jumped onto the 
stage and tried to molest the puppet-father. 


All these children were suffering from one complex or the other. They 
were clad in shabby clothes and looked like vagabonds. I met several of 
them and asked them to handle my puppets, which they did wonderfully 
well. They got attached to puppets of their liking. One of them handled the 
father-puppet and started manipulating the same ina very unorganized 
fashion. His facial expression was worth noting. One child caught hold of the 
mother-puppet and started moving it in a very cruel and unsystematic manner. 
Ultimately all these children became great friends of mine and they continue 
writing to me every now and then. 


Different styles of puppets have different modes of creating reactions 
in the audience. The string puppets are more suited to adults and are able to 
create mature reactions in them because of their human limbs and multi- 
movements. If an infant sees such puppets in action, he takes it as a real one. 
He symbolizes them with his elders in the family and behaves in the way he 
does in real life. If these adult-parents are a terror to him, he gets frightened 
but on the contrary if the parents are congenial to him he takes to them 
easily. But when the child sees puppets with fantastic features, incomplete 
limbs and taking strides in the air like birds, as complete with incomplete 
limbs, he feels as if he is in a dreamland.Because he lives in an imaginative 
world, he feels fully confident that the puppets are away from the real world. 
He doesn’t hesitate in establishing a relationship with them. He knows fully 
well that if he abuses them and inflicts injuries they will not retaliate. He 
therefore gets completely involved and feels free in behaving with them in 
whatever way he likes. 


Creative Freedom 


The freedom that a puppet-play-creator has, right from the making 
to the manipulation, is not enjoyed by any one else in any of the play techn'- 
ques of the world. Each puppet becomes an independent technique for the 
creator. The media used for making puppets too are varied. There is no 
fixed anatomy for making the limbs, the body, the nose, the eyes and the 
mouth of a puppet. A puppet play too has no limitation of language. If 
the imagination of the composer is extraordinarily developed, he or she can 
formulate his own language or do away with language altogether. 


If the puppets are bound strictly by technique they lose their educational 
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and psychiatric value. There is no other technique in the world, where the 
creator is as free as the creator of a puppet. Ifanartist is a poet he has no 
other medium of expression other than his imagination in language. If hei s 
a painter, he has no other media of expression other than brush, paper and 
colours. But puppetry, is the only art, which involves the art of painting, 
designing, paper machie, carpentary, tailoring, singing, dancing and dramatics 
allin one. It even surpasses the art of human dramatics because the composer 
of a human drama has no absolute control over his human characters. The 
human drama depends on the merits and demerits of its human actors but 
in a puppet drama the composer himself creates his actors and gives life to 
them. These puppet actors are lively, inspite of their being inanimate. 
The creator expresses his mind through his puppets and allows the audience 
to express themes through them. As far as the subconscious mind of men is 
concerned there is no difference between the real character and the symbolic 
one. The deficiencies and abnormalities of the human characters of the world 
are accepted by the subconscious mind because the puppets become their 
substitutes and are instrumental in relaxing the tensions and releasing their 
complexes formed due to their conscious relationships. 


These abnormal persons make their own puppets according to their 
whims and get involved with them in different ways. Those who do not have 
such opportunities of getting involved in different relationships, in life, have 
to face intricate situations of a chaotic nature and ultimately reach a stage 
of mental perversion and madness. For the sublimation of all such tensions 
and complexes, the different art-forms such as dance, songs and drama have 
proved immensely effective. Now puppets have come to be used for therapy 
in mental disease. They can play an effective role in this field. 
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